in setting an institution on a certain path of development, a path that then persists over a long period of time. The chapter begins by identifying the components of critical juncture analysis, presenting important examples of the approach from the literature, clarifying its advantages vis-à-vis ahistorical approaches, and linking those advantages to the key characteristics of CHA. In the central section, the chapter proposes a theoretical framework for making the agency and contingency at the core of critical junctures analytically tractable and discusses the resulting theoretical and methodological payoffs of the framework. In essence, the conceptualization developed here alerts scholars to several features of the politics of institution making during critical junctures that are causally important for the creation or reform of path-dependent institutions. First, by underscoring the importance of political entrepreneurs in assembling coalitions for institutional change during critical junctures, the approach draws attention to the constraints and inducements derived from the organizational landscape of politics in driving many institutional innovations. Furthermore, by pointing to the possible disconnect between the institutional outcome and the initial preferences of the most powerful actors on the scene, critical juncture analysis avoids the pitfall of attributing institutional outcomes to such preferences, and it uncovers the political dynamics that often guide the strategies of political actors in situations of uncertainty. Finally, by focusing on situations in which influential actors exploit situations of uncertainty to manipulate the preferences of important social groups through the strategic promotion of normative change, critical juncture analysis calls attention to the potentially important role that the cultural construction of the institutional preferences of social actors may play in institution making. In all these cases, a close analysis of political agency and decision 2 I refer to path dependence arguments that are based on logics of increasing returns. For a broader view of path dependence see Mahoney (2000) . The theoretical literature on path dependence is extensive and its discussion goes beyond the scope of this chapter. A small selection of important contributions includes, in economics, North (1990) , Arthur (1994) , and David (1985 David ( , 2000 ; in sociology, Goldstone (1998) and Mahoney (2000) ; in political science, Pierson (2000 and Chapter 5, this volume) and Page (2006) . For a review of the use of the concept in the field of international relations, see Fioretos (2011). making during critical junctures yields fresh empirical findings and furthers the scholarly conversation on institutional change. Methodologically, the concept of "near-miss" reform provides scholars with the theoretical lens for unearthing negative cases of institutional change that enhance the leverage of comparative research designs.
The chapter is organized as follows. In the next section, I illustrate the main characteristics of the critical juncture approach with reference to important comparative work in the field. In the section that follows, I clarify some theoretical issues and discuss the theoretical and methodological payoffs of the approach. I then offer methodological advice for the comparative study of critical junctures. In the conclusion, I summarize the main points of the chapter and discuss the limitations of the critical juncture approach in CHA, pointing to avenues of further theorization.
Critical junctures and historical explanation
The critical juncture approach gained the important place that it currently occupies in CHA with Berins Collier and Collier's (1991) influential volume on modes of labor incorporation in Latin America. Their crucial theoretical move was to see explicitly their analysis as a specific case of a more general approach to the study of institutional development, in which critical junctures give rise to path-dependent processes, a conceptual apparatus imported into political science from institutional economics (e.g., Arthur 1994; David 1985; North 1990) . In these and later works, the analysis of critical junctures and institutional development is explicitly linked to economic research on path dependence (e.g., Berins Collier and Collier 1991, 27; Lieberman 2003, 23; Mahoney 2001, 7; Yashar 1997, 3) . This was an important change from the first use of the concept by Lipset and Rokkan: they traced the origins of Western European party systems to three "crucial junctures" located much earlier in the history of each nation, during which "decisions and developments" shaped mass politics in the region for decades to come (Lipset and Rokkan 1967, 37-8) . Their analysis, however, was largely couched in macrostructuralist language that left little space for the analysis of decisions and developments and reconstructed, instead, the roots of historical variation ex post, starting from variation in the outcome of interest and looking backward in time (Berntzen and Selle 1990) .
The reference to the theory of path dependence, with its emphasis on the mechanisms (increasing returns, network effects, lock-in, and others) through which institutional arrangements become entrenched by shaping their social underlay, not only gave critical juncture scholars a powerful language to support the claim of distal causation -the thesis that decisions and developments in the distant past can have a long-lasting effect on institutional arrangements, which constitutes the essence of the approach -but also entailed a fundamental shift of analytical perspective from ex post to ex ante. The theorization by institutional economists that "small and contingent events," although generally of insignificant influence during periods of institutional reproduction, could instead play a crucial role at the beginning of an institutional path (e.g., David 1985 David , 2000 induced political scientists and sociologists to theorize explicitly that different possibilities were open during critical junctures, and that initial conditions did not determine the type and direction of subsequent institutional developments (e.g., Goldstone 1998; Mahoney 2000) . This analytical perspective induced scholars -albeit sometimes only implicitly -to consider not only the institutional path selected during the critical juncture but also the paths that plausibly could have been, but were not, taken.
Another building block of the critical juncture approach was added by Capoccia and Kelemen (2007) , who pointed out that the economists' model of "small and contingent events" as unconnected microdecisions that cumulate to create a state of institutional "lock-in" is illsuited to capture the political dynamics of institutional path selection during critical junctures (see discussion in Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 354) . They note that during moments of social and political fluidity such as critical junctures, the decisions and choices of key actors are freer and more influential in steering institutional development than during "settled" times (Swidler 1986 ). In other words, by analytically linking the concept of contingency to the choices, strategies, and decisions of political decision makers rather than to a series of bottom-up microdecisions by individuals, the researcher is more likely to capture the dynamics that in most cases influence the selection of one institutional solution over others that were available during the critical juncture.
3 This offers the theoretical basis for a definition of critical junctures as relatively short periods of time during which there is a substantially heightened probability that agents' choices will affect the outcome of interest. By "relatively short periods of time,"
Capoccia and Kelemen mean that the duration of the juncture must be brief relative to the duration of the path-dependent process it instigates (which leads eventually to the outcome of interest). By "substantially heightened probability," they mean that the probability that agents' choices will affect the outcome of interest must be high relative to that probability before and after the juncture. This definition captures both the notion that, for a brief phase, agents face a broader than typical range of feasible options and the notion that their choices from among these options are likely to have a significant impact on subsequent outcomes (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 348) .
This theoretical work combines to create the following explanatory approach: an event or a series of events, typically exogenous to the institution of interest, 4 lead to a phase of political uncertainty in which different options for radical institutional change are viable; antecedent 3 Contingency is at times linked to events happening during periods of uncertainty as well as to decisions. However, as discussed below, connecting contingency to decisions not only makes the concept analytically more tractable but also underscores that what is often decisive in critical junctures is how key actors react to unexpected events, provided that, in line with the definition of critical junctures set forth in the text, actors have different options to choose from. If an event forecloses all but one option and therefore leaves the actors with no choice, then the situation is better conceptualized as a sequence rather than a critical juncture (see, for related discussions, Falleti and Mahoney, Chapter 8, this volume; Mahoney 2000) . 4 For simplicity's sake, the discussion in this chapter refers only to exogenous shocks as triggers of critical junctures.
However, it is possible that a critical juncture in the development of a given institution is generated endogenously by power holders that may disrupt existing institutional equilibria to achieve political objectives. Kohli, for example, discusses how Indira Gandhi intentionally deinstitutionalized the institutions of the Indian federal state in pursuit of her political agenda (Kohli 1997, 331 Costa Rica to explore the question of why democracies are founded and endure. Her argument is that enduring democracy depends on whether emerging democratic forces seize the opportunity to forge cross-class coalitions during a democratic transition (the critical juncture in her framework; Yashar 1997, 3, 235) and pass bounded redistributive reforms that weaken the power of rural elites while at the same time allowing for the possibility that traditional social forces will continue to play a role in politics. The uncertainty typical of democratic transitions, triggered by a split among authoritarian elites (O' Donnell and Schmitter 1986), makes it impossible for traditional elites to confidently oppose such reforms, since they do not have a sufficiently clear view of the future and cannot count on reliable political allies. The implementation of such reforms during the transition, therefore, reduces the power of traditional elites and empowers other social groups, making democracy more likely to endure well after the critical juncture. If the attempt to pass democratic reforms is instead delayed, established forces will generally have the power and the resources to oppose them and restore authoritarian rule. A high level of development of civil society constitutes a necessary condition for democratizing elites to form cross-class coalitions during the critical juncture since these coalitions draw their power from the politically mobilizable masses (Yashar 1997, 22-3) . At the same time, however, Yashar makes clear that this favorable antecedent condition makes pro-democratic coalitions possible, but "agency can prove paramount precisely at the political moment offered with a transition to democracy … in the event that actors do not act at the moment of democratic transition, they will lose a historic opportunity to reshape institutions in an enduring way" (Yashar 1997, 22) . (Mahoney 2001, 14) . Mahoney emphasizes the "historical contingency" of the choices made by liberal presidents, arguing that their decisions were directly influenced by the immediate political imperative to maintain or expand power rather than by the desire to forge social coalitions that would persist over the long term (Mahoney 2001, 42 shadow on the future, even once the initial conditions have changed" (Lieberman 2003, 14) and sets in motion path-dependent processes of development of fiscal institutions, giving rise to nationally distinctive patterns of tax policy that were resistant to significant change (Lieberman 2003, 19) . The choices that Brazilian and South African elites made during brief periods of constitution making around the turn of the century led to different definitions of NPC: racial categories prevailed in South Africa, leading to the exclusion of blacks from citizenship, whereas in Brazil racial categories were deemphasized, and regional categories prevailed and were entrenched in a strongly federalized polity (Lieberman 2003, 80-4) . Lieberman makes clear that alternative choices on both dimensions were not only possible but seriously considered in both cases: "Comparative historical analysis reveals that there was nothing pre-ordained about how the NPC would be defined in either country … Legacies of immigration from Europe, Asia and Africa; slavery; miscegenation; and centuries of internal conflict created important political cleavages that obscured any obvious basis for nationhood in Brazil and South Africa" (Lieberman 2003, 70-1) . In South Africa, a race-based definition of citizenship created interclass solidarity among whites so that the more affluent groups in society (who are white) felt an obligation to pay taxes out of solidarity with poorer whites. In Brazil, racial criteria were not made salient for the definition of citizenship, official discrimination was banned, and an official policy of miscegenation was promoted, but de facto racial discrimination remained in society; as a result, poor whites were more likely to be perceived as poor, not as whites, by the members of the (white) affluent groups. Moreover, the combination of highly salient regional identities, strong federal institutions, and income differences between regions made affluent groups likely to perceive taxes as drawing resources from "us" (defined regionally) to "them" (people in other regions). By the same token, the salience of regional differences made it more difficult for the poor majority to make unitary demands for more progressive taxation. These patterns shaped the organizational landscape of politics and had a strong impact on tax policy, leading to long-lasting legacies of more fiscal progressivism in South Africa and less fiscal progressivism in Brazil.
These and other works show how a rigorous application of the critical juncture approach can have important advantages over ahistorical approaches, which typically focus on contemporaneous social (or international) correlates of the institutional outcome of interest. In general terms, critical juncture analysis tests the hypothesis that the domestic social factors that correlate with the institutional outcome of interest may be endogenous to political decisions made much earlier in time and for reasons unrelated to such factors. Mahoney, for example,
shows that patterns of agrarian class relations, which many consider key determinants of political regimes in Central America during the twentieth century, were largely the consequence of the previous choice of a particular model of agricultural development on the part of liberal leaders.
These choices were in turn not endogenous to dominant class interests of the time, nor were they simply a response to the "objective" needs of an incipient agrarian capitalist mode of production.
Central American liberal states were generally headed by personalistic dictators who were capable of making decisions without negotiation or consultation with classes and groups from civil society and who were mainly interested in maintaining and expanding their own personal power (Mahoney 2001, 19) . Apart from demonstrating that "purely structural explanations … are clearly incomplete" (Lieberman 2003, 2-3) , 5 Lieberman's focus on critical junctures and their institutional legacies allows him to show that macrosocial and cultural factors at the core of alternative explanations of taxation capability, such as the "trustworthiness of the state" (Levi 1988 (Levi , 1997 , the diffusion of social capital (Putnam 1993) , and the strength and preferences of the groups which strike different "tax bargains" with the state Levi's (1988) , are largely endogenous to the earlier definition of the NPC (Lieberman 2003, 22-32) . In sum, a focus on critical junctures and their legacies shows that what might be at play in shaping important institutional arrangements is not correlational causation but distal causation: decisions and events happening much earlier in time give rise to path-dependent institutions that shape their social underlay and thereby persist over time.
The power of the critical juncture approach to provide important correctives to ahistorical explanations turns on its reliance on some key tools of CHA (Thelen and Mahoney, Chapter 1, this volume). First-hand knowledge of the cases studied is essential to critical juncture analysis not only to rule out alternative explanations for specific cases 6 but also, importantly, to identify the key critical juncture(s) in the development of the institution of interest and to provide a compelling account of the exact mechanisms that give rise to the path-dependent legacy.
Furthermore, the analysis of critical junctures and their legacies represents a form of temporal analysis, and similar to all such analyses in CHA, it compels scholars to focus on when 5 Through the application of a nested analysis (Lieberman, Chapter 9, this volume), Lieberman shows how levels of economic development, although correlated cross-nationally with taxation capability, heavily underpredict South Africa's taxation capability and overpredict Brazil's, and therefore not only fail to provide a satisfactory explanation for these important cases but also leave significant room for theory building (Lieberman 2003, 10-12) . 6 For example, Yashar's (1997, 12) analysis enables her to criticize accounts that consider the US involvement in the 1954 coup an important cause of the failure of democracy in Guatemala and to show that the United States "was not the only or even the most important actor" in those events.
something happens in order to establish whether and how much causal force it exercises over their explanandum. In the context of the critical juncture/path dependence approach, this has three main consequences. First and foremost, the approach exemplifies Polanyi's dictum that in some moments in history "time expands … and so must our analyses" (Polanyi 1944, 4) . This expansion of time underscores the fact that an event that occurs during a critical juncture may have a large effect on the outcome even though the same event may not have important consequences in later phases of institutional development, when the costs of change are higher (David 2000; North 1990) , and encourages scholars to perform detailed historical analysis of the decisions and developments that happen during critical junctures. Second, the approach points to the possibility that transformative institutional change (although not a necessary characteristic of critical junctures, as explained below) may be abrupt and concentrated in relatively short periods of time rather than be gradual and protracted. Third, as discussed above, by enlarging the temporal horizon of the analysis (Pierson 2004 ) the approach may reveal that what may seem to be causing the institutional outcome at a certain moment may in fact be the effect of decisions made much earlier in time that became entrenched in institutional arrangements.
Theoretical and methodological payoffs
But is this real progress? Can a focus on agency and contingency as key causal factors of institutional path selection during critical junctures offer the foundations for theoretical advances and knowledge accumulation on why certain institutions are selected over others? This concern drives a number of recent theoretical contributions that, while not denying the causal importance of agency and contingency during critical junctures, nevertheless take the view that a focus on the antecedent conditions of critical junctures is analytically more useful than a focus on political agency and contingency. According to this scholarship, the defining feature of critical junctures is not contingency but divergence: critical juncture analysis is appropriate in situations in which a "common exogenous shock" affects a set of cases (typically countries), causing them to "diverge" as a result of the combination of the common shock and their different antecedent conditions, which therefore exert a significant causal force on the outcome (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 106; Slater and Simmons 2010, 888; Soifer 2012 Soifer , 1593 .
Since, as clarified in more detail below, agency-based conceptualizations of critical junctures do take the structural context of decision making into account insofar as it constrains or enables 7 a certain range of choices on the part of key actors and do not equate agency with the free-floating determinations of politically disembedded actors (e.g., Capoccia and Kelemen 2007; Katznelson 2003) , the disagreement would appear at first glance to be one of emphasis.
However, insofar as these critics promote a research program based on the causal predominance of structural antecedent conditions in the selection of path-dependent institutions, the disagreement is substantial. 8 To be sure, structure is one of the most contested and ambiguous terms in comparative politics. A comprehensive theoretical discussion of the concept, however, is unnecessary here, 9 since the term as used by these critics refers broadly to the distribution of material resources and technology exogenous to human agency (e.g., Parsons 2007, 49-51) 10 , which is the same general definition typically adopted in agency-focused critical juncture analyses. These, however, circumscribe or even deny the decisive causal force of such structural antecedent conditions (e.g., Lieberman 2003, 30; Mahoney 2001, 7) .
7 In many cases, structural antecedent conditions may restrict the range of choices available to actors; in other cases, structural conditions may provide necessary conditions for certain developments during critical junctures, thus making certain choices possible (e.g., Yashar 1997, 22 ; see also Soifer 2012). 8 Falleti and Lynch (2009, 1155) interpret the conception of agency put forward by Capoccia and Kelemen (2007) as "de-linked from context" and bemoan it as unproductive. Soifer (2012 Soifer ( , 1593 argues that he is "agnostic" about the relative importance of agency and contingency vis-à-vis structural factors during critical junctures. Even though not all the examples of "critical antecedents" that Slater and Simmons discuss can be considered structural according to the definition adopted here, they explicitly mention their intent to uncover the role of "deeper structural forces" and "long-term causal factors" (Slater and Simmons 2010, 887) and various synonyms (892-3, 895, 905) . 9 For an insightful discussion, see Sewell (1992) 10 Or that can be considered exogenous to human agency for the temporal scope of the analysis (see discussion in Parsons 2007, 49-65) .
In general terms, views that emphasize the importance of structural antecedents offer a welcome reminder that scholars should not assume too easily that the background conditions of the cases that they compare are similar. Cases may differ in significant ways prior to the critical juncture and those differences may be important causally. However, an analytical focus that emphasizes the causal significance of structural antecedents also raises several concerns. To begin with, scholars in this line of analysis do not deny that agency (Slater and Simmons 2010, 890 ) and contingency (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 110; Soifer 2012 Soifer , 1573 ) play a potentially important causal role during critical junctures. Such a role, however, is logically inconsistent with a definition of critical junctures in terms of divergence. Divergence is a consequence of critical junctures in which agency and contingency are causal, and as such it cannot be used to define them. 11 Furthermore, as explained above, the critical juncture/path dependence approach postulates that institutions exert causal force on their social underlay, a claim that would need to be nuanced if the selection of the institutions in question were endogenous to "long-term structural forces," which in many cases would be likely to continue to influence the institutions after these had been put in place. Finally, structuralist explanations picture "people reacting in regular, direct ways to their 'material' surroundings" (Parsons 2007, 51) : all aspects of political life, including institutional ones, once stripped of unimportant detail, are unequivocally shaped by the underlying structural landscape. To be sure, this does not mean that structuralist explanations are necessarily deterministic: it is perfectly possible to build probabilistic arguments showing a robust correlation between structural conditions and institutional outcomes in a sufficiently large number of cases, where deviations from the regularities dictated by structural conditions are relegated to the error term of a regression model. However, as discussed 11 Furthermore, whether divergence between cases is observable depends on which cases are selected for comparison. These authors talk about "divergence" also in the context of a single case, with reference to situations in which radical institutional change happens (Slater and Simmons 2010, 888; Soifer 2012 Soifer , 1593 ; see also Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 106) . However, a causal role of agency and contingency is also incompatible with considering change as a defining element of a critical juncture (see Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 352 , and the discussion on "near misses" below).
above, it is precisely these arguments that, drawing on the strengths of CHA, critical juncture analysis demonstrates can be insufficient or problematic.
More generally, though, as Greif (2006, 33) rightly puts it, "Institutional analysis is about situations in which more than one behavior is physically and technologically possible." There may be significant organizational and ideational gaps between "physical and technological" conditions and institutional outcomes, which point to a potentially substantial causal ambiguity between the two. On the one hand, the organizational landscape of politics does not necessarily map onto the social cleavages defined by the distribution of material resources (e.g., Capoccia
and Ziblatt 2010, 949-52). On the other hand, "different agents can hold different mental models regardless of the similarities of their structural positions" (Blyth 2003, 697) . During critical junctures, the uncertainty created by the disruption of the institutional status quo and the ensuing demand for radical institutional change, this causal gap is likely to be even wider. This raises the risk that "portable" causal arguments based on the analysis of "long-term structural forces" preceding the critical juncture will be quite vague and at times possibly misleading.
Decision making under uncertainty: the politics of institutional formation during critical junctures
Theoretical and methodological progress in critical juncture analysis depends largely on how contingency is defined. Indeed, if theorists of an agency-based view of critical junctures equated contingency with randomness and conceived of critical junctures as characterized by "complete contingency" and "blank slates" (Slater and Simmons 2010, 890) , the criticism of theoretical sterility would be justified. However, my contention, discussed in previous work (Capoccia 2004, Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 355-7 ; see also Katznelson 2003, 277) Gourevitch 1992, 67; Katznelson 2003, 282) .
Against the background of this conceptualization, the study of agency during critical junctures does not refer to the idiosyncratic creation of institutions by fiat through the unbridled action of free-floating demiurges but to "the choice (within given constraints) of triggering a specific process among many possible, rather than ensuring a particular outcome" (Kalyvas 1996 , 262-3, emphasis added). As mentioned above, the uncertainty typical of critical junctures widens the organizational and ideational gap that often exists between structural preconditions and institutional outcomes. Hence, during critical junctures, political decision making, initiatives 12 For different definitions of contingency, see Mahoney (2000, 514) and the discussions in Bennett and Elman (2006) and Shapiro and Bedi (2006) . 
Out-of-winset outcomes and strategic interaction
Focusing on political interactions and decision making during critical junctures may uncover situations in which the institutional outcome does not reflect the preferences of any of the key actors on the political scene -in the language of formal analysis, the outcome falls outside the "winset" defined by actor preferences (Tsebelis 2002) . In these situations, objective sociostructural conditions may empower specific social groups, which interact to push for their preferred institutional solution. However, as a result of both the high political uncertainty of the situation and the nature of the interaction itself, the outcome does not reflect the preferences of any of the key actors involved in the institution-making process. Making sense of these situations requires at least two analytical steps: first, carefully unpacking the actual impact that objective macrostructural conditions have on the influence of political actors and organizations; second, focusing at close range on political agency and interactions (the politics of institution making) and the institutional outcome of the process. By avoiding placing agency and interactions in a "black box," this second, and potentially causally decisive, step in the process may produce results that would be inexplicable from a structuralist perspective. The most important theoretical insights to be drawn from Kalyvas's analysis come from his unpacking of the processes of cleavage formation, identity formation, and party formation through "a close focus on agency" (Kalyvas 1996, 262) . Once created, confessional parties moved away from the Church and embraced democratic politics, redefining their identity in order to protect their autonomy. They reinterpreted Catholicism in an increasingly general, 15 For this reason, the view that arguments that assume instrumental rationality and interest-or power-maximizing preferences on the part of the actors have an essentially structuralist logic, since variation in outcomes can only be given by variation in external conditions and not by agency (e.g., Parsons 2007, 55 ; see also Blyth 2003) , does not apply to Kalyvas's analysis, where variation in outcome is driven by a nonstructural factor. More generally, whether rational choice arguments respond to a structuralist logic -and therefore whether assuming rationality in modeling interactions during critical junctures validates the causal power of structural antecedent conditions -depends on whether the factors driving strategic interactions are structural or (like in Kalyvas's case) of a different nature.
vague, and secular way, which allowed them to integrate masses of previously disenfranchised voters into democracy, thereby becoming able to form coalitions and access power more easily.
This means that secularization, integration, and acceptance of democracy were not the outcome of the "adaptation" of these parties to a secular and secularizing environment but were the byproduct of the choices made by the new parties in response to endogenous constraints that were built into the process of their formation (Kalyvas 1996, 261) . In dealing with these constraints, confessional parties contributed to the secularization and democratization of their political and societal environment. Kalyvas himself extends these insights to guide his own research on the conditions under which religious movements become democratic in other contexts (Kalyvas 1998 (Kalyvas , 2003 .
The politics of ideas and the promotion of normative change
Extant normative understandings and value systems supporting institutional arrangements may be difficult to dislodge (e.g. Steensland 2006 ). The disruption of the institutional status quo and the ensuing uncertainty that characterizes critical junctures can create the possibility for otherwise unlikely normative change. Strategically placed actors may use their position of influence to diffuse ideas that legitimize particular institutional innovations and through this process prevail over others affected by the institutional change at stake, including social groups that may be substantially larger. This operation of social construction can be decisive in the selection of path-dependent institutions that do not reflect the "objective" (i.e., structurally given) interests of the social actors affected by the institutions in question.
To illustrate, Blyth analyzes the critical junctures of the Great Depression and the economic downturn of the 1970s in Western democracies with the aim of explaining why new macroeconomic policies emerge after economic crises. He argues that crises are not simply a reflection of the "objective" fact of economic dislocation (e.g., deflation or negative growth) but also socially constructed by powerful actors to be crises of a certain type -the same actors that then promote new institutions to "solve" the so-defined crisis (Blyth 2002) . In Blyth's account, collective actors such as the state (in the 1930s) or business (in the 1970s) act politically to promote, diffuse, and entrench certain ideas in the public sphere, ideas which both define the crisis and provide an institutional recipe to "solve" it, and in so doing they seek to bring around social groups with different "objective" interests. 16 When this ideational battle is won, collective action to build new institutions is undertaken, which can count on a broader range of supporters than would be predicted by a focus on structural antecedent conditions (Blyth 2002, esp. 152-66 and 209-19) . Referring to the economic crisis of the 1970s, during which business successfully promoted anti-inflationary and monetarist policies, Blyth argues: "other agents' interests had to be reinterpreted so that they became homologous with business', a homology that was neither obvious nor structurally determined" (Blyth 2007, 86 , emphasis added; see also Blyth 2003) .
The insight that the politics of ideas is what ultimately determines the institutional
outcome of a critical juncture points to the possibility that during situations of institutional uncertainty, powerful actors strategically promoting new social norms to manipulate the preferences of social groups may have more chances of success than during periods of stability.
This insight has been applied in other contexts besides Blyth's macroeconomic policy making.
Krebs, for example, applies a similar framework in his analysis of the domestic institutional consequences of "limited wars," which constitute the critical juncture for the reform of executive powers. In his account, reform of the executive branch is decisively shaped by the normative positions promoted by political leaders in the public debate on the purpose and outcome of such wars (Krebs 2010; Kier and Krebs 2010, 15 ; see also the discussion in Capoccia forthcoming). 16 It is worth underscoring that, although his analysis focuses on the interaction of collective actors, Blyth does not attribute agency to abstract entities. For example, his account of how American and Swedish business promoted neoliberal ideas to both define the 1970s economic crisis and provide an institutional "solution" to it is extremely precise in detailing the internal dynamics within the business world, showing how important donors, organizations, foundations, conservative media, and other actors acted in a concerted fashion to promote pro-business ideas. His historical analysis shows empirically that in the critical juncture of the 1970s, business "acted as a class" (Blyth 2002 ).
Methodological payoffs: near misses and negative cases
The analysis of agency and contingency in critical junctures not only yields innovative theoretical payoffs that can guide comparative research on the origins and reforms of important institutions but also has important methodological advantages. A logical consequence of stressing the importance of contingency as a defining element of critical junctures is that, as counterintuitive as it may seem, change is not a necessary element of a critical juncture. If change is possible, considered, sought after, and narrowly fails to materialize, there is no reason not to consider this situation as a critical juncture (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 350-1) . Such "near-miss" critical junctures may arise from two main sets of circumstances.
First, near-miss critical junctures may arise from the dynamics of political entrepreneurship and coalition formation discussed above: the social and political bases for reform may exist, but political entrepreneurs may fail to mobilize the necessary coalition to achieve reform (Ertman 2010 (Ertman , 1008 ; see also Yashar 1997, 22) . 17 One illustration of this pattern can be found in Nichols and Myers's (2010) recent work revisiting Skowronek's (1993) theory of "reconstructive presidency" in the United States. Nicholls and Myers argue that not all presidents who are "unaffiliated with a vulnerable regime" have seized the opportunity to "reconstruct" the political order -that is, shift the main axis of partisan cleavage and assemble a new majority coalition.
Presidents may fail to do so, in which case reconstruction may still happen but only in a much more protracted way.
A second source of near-miss critical junctures is one in which the political forces in favor of institutional change narrowly lose their struggle to forces favoring stability -in other words, cases in which the political struggle over the choice of different institutional options 17 Soifer (2012) considers such situations as "crises without change" (i.e. not critical junctures), thus addressing a similar theoretical problem in the context of a partially different framework. The approach proposed here entails stricter theoretical conditions to consider such cases as "negative cases" that can be most usefully compared to "positive" cases of change: social forces for change need to be present and their activation through mobilization, coalition-building, or decision-making should fail narrowly. 
Building a critical juncture argument: logical steps and comparative design
To sum up at this point, critical juncture analysis can provide important integrations and correctives to ahistorical approaches and can yield innovative theoretical insights and methodological progress. This section outlines the methodology of critical juncture analysis, illustrating its logical steps and including a discussion of problems of cross-sectional and longitudinal comparisons. The overall goal is to build and test midrange theoretical arguments that address the question of the origin or the reform of important political institutions.
Clarify the unit of analysis
The first step in the study of critical junctures is the identification of a unit of analysis, which in CHA is typically some institutional setting: an organization, a public policy, a set of formal rules, a political regime (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 349-50) . When considering whether a series of events and decisions constitute a critical juncture, the preliminary question to be asked is "a critical juncture in the development of what?" At times, scholars identify relatively brief periods of momentous political, social, or economic upheaval and assert that these are critical junctures in a general sense (e.g., Dion 2010, 34) . This, however, can be misleading since different kinds of external shocks may affect some decision-making arenas and not others (e.g., Cortell and Peterson 1999, 187) . Similarly, even when political systems as a whole face "unsettled times,"
many institutions within the system may remain unaffected (Streeck and Thelen 2005, 8-9) .
Indeed, if one concurs with Skowronek's (1995) view that "in a historical/institutional view, politics is structured by persistent incongruities and frictions among institutional orderings" (95), this should not come as a surprise. While events at one level of analysis may also have an impact on other levels of analysis, it is important to keep them separate and to be careful to define the critical juncture in light of the specific unit of interest (Shermer, 1995, 71; Thelen 1999, 213) .
Identify "candidate" critical junctures
Once the unit of analysis is identified, scholars should study the history of that institution to identify "candidate" critical junctures -moments in which the institutional status quo was challenged and in which demands for radical institutional change emerged. The triggers (generally labeled "shocks") are often exogenous to the institution and can take various forms depending on the institution analyzed (e.g., Cortell and Petersen 1999) . Moments already identified in the literature as critical junctures for related institutions can be counted as candidate critical junctures, keeping in mind, however, that their destabilizing effect on the institution of interest should be shown empirically and not assumed a priori. For example, in Lieberman's (2003, 79-105) work discussed earlier he considers (and discounts) the potential impact of democratic transition and labor incorporation on the emergence of different "tax states" in Brazil and South Africa. These are critical junctures for the political regime and the system of industrial relations that in some accounts are considered to have implications for the tax state.
Test for structural effects
Once such moments of challenge and radical institutional change are identified, the hypothesis that structural antecedents, not agency, drive institutional change should be tested. Are the institutional outcomes driven by political choices between available alternatives, as might appear prima facie -or as Berins Collier and Collier (1991, 27) put it, are the choices in question only "presumed," but not real? Logically, the potential irrelevance of agency and choice during critical junctures can take two forms, which in turn give rise to testable hypotheses. First, structural and impersonal conditions may close off choice by excluding all options but one from the range of conceivable alternatives in a given situation. Apart from being the hallmark of conventional structuralist logic, as discussed above, this possibility is also underscored in some versions of social constructivism, which argue that diffuse cultural norms provide cognitive and moral scripts for decision makers in specific circumstances (e.g., March and Olsen 1989) . For example, Katzenstein's comparative analysis of security policy in Germany and Japan after 9/11 points to the importance of deeply embedded and radically different scripts in explaining the different ways in which the two countries reacted to a similar exogenous shock (Katzenstein 2003) . Second, antecedent structural conditions may trump choice: the actors that rise to prominence and the options that are available during a critical juncture may be fully endogenous to structural conditions operating in the long run. This points to situations in which the availability of significant alternative options is only illusory: a choice is made during the critical juncture but is immediately reversed as a result of underlying structural conditions. An example is Luebbert's (1991) classic structuralist analysis of Western European political development.
Talking about the selection of working-class leaders in countries with lib-lab arrangements, he writes: "It is always possible to speculate that a different set of leaders would have produced different policies with different outcomes. But it must be borne in mind that their ascensions to party leadership were not simply random outcomes" (230). In addition to observing that the selection of political decision makers may be endogenous to structural conditions and therefore have no independent effect on the institutional outcome of interest, Luebbert also remarks, talking about liberal political office holders in aliberal societies such as for example Giolitti in
Italy, that at times leaders could in principle have made different choices but that these choices were in any case bound to fail as a result of the prevailing force of structural conditions. Whether structural antecedent conditions close off or trump choice in moments in which agency prima facie appears to expand is fully amenable to empirical testing. If positive, such tests would falsify the hypothesized causal role of agency and validate the decisive causal force of structural antecedents in those moments, also clarifying which impersonal antecedent factors matter for the outcome and how they generate the outcome of interest. Generally speaking, this research task should not be too onerous, since the in-depth analysis of political choices can be concentrated on the relatively short period of the (candidate) critical junctures.
Compare candidate critical junctures longitudinally and select for analysis the most "critical" one(s)
The tests outlined above should rule out some candidate critical junctures and help focus attention on those moments in which agency and political dynamics play an important role in selecting a path of institutional development. Even though it is possible to employ a research design that includes more than one critical juncture in the same spatial unit(s) (e.g., Lynch 2006, Nichols and Myers 2010) , the researcher may ask, once different potential critical junctures have been identified, which one had the greatest influence in shaping the key durable characteristics of the institution of interest. Capoccia and Kelemen (2007) operationalize the "criticalness" of candidate critical junctures by focusing on two components: the probability that at the end of the critical juncture the institution acquires its durable path-dependent characteristics observable for the duration of the legacy of the critical juncture, and the duration of the critical juncture relative to its legacy. They recommend that the analysis begin with those critical junctures that had the largest impact on the outcome and that occurred earlier in time (see Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 360-3 Slater and Simmons 2010) . In this view, only the regime transition of 1989 is considered as a critical juncture. However, once it is made clear that critical junctures should be related to a precise unit of analysis, and that such unit in this case is the party organization, there is no reason not to conceptualize the earlier regime crises during the Communist era as critical junctures. These regime crises caused disruption in the ruling Communist Parties, and faced party elites with important choices. This conceptualization allows then to compare the criticalness for the outcome of interest of the two critical junctures and to focus (as Grzymala-Busse correctly does) on the more critical one.
implicit), and scholars can and do build arguments as to which candidate critical juncture was more "critical" for their outcome of interest (see, e.g., Lynch 2006, 59-63; Mahoney 2001, 26-7) . In the example mentioned above, Lieberman (2003, 105) shows that the later junctures of democratic transition and labor incorporation are in fact much less critical for the emergence and persistence of different "tax states" in Brazil and South Africa than the earlier constitutional moments in which the National Political Community was defined.
Reconstruct the political process in the selected critical juncture(s)
Once they identify the critical juncture(s) for analysis, scholars should "read history forward" (Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010) , identify the main decision makers and the dynamic of their interaction, and reconstruct which institutional alternatives were politically viable at the time.
Actors can be individual or collective. In the latter case, scholars should not attribute agency unproblematically to corporations or social groups but problematize the connection between the leadership of collective actors and their social and political base and reconstruct the dynamics that led collective actors to pursue a coherent line of action (Sewell 1992, 145) . 19 Scholars should further clarify which social and political forces stood behind each option and identify which decisions were most influential in shaping the outcome. Consistently with the "Berlinian" conception of contingency discussed above, researchers should also analyze the "paths not taken" (and that could plausibly have been taken) in the selection of the institutional outcome as well as the path that was in fact taken.
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Perform counterfactual analysis
The latter move takes us into the realm of counterfactual analysis, which, after several decades of considerable skepticism (e.g., Carr 1961), has been restored to its rightful place in history and 19 The works, discussed above, of Kalyvas (1996) on the Catholic Church and of Blyth (2002) on economic collective actors offer excellent examples on how to do so. 20 Several methods are apt for the task at hand: process tracing (e.g., Bennett and Checkel forthcoming), "analytic narratives," (Bates et al. 1998) , and in general any form of structured, theory-guided narrative.
historiography (e.g., Bulhof 1999; Bunzl 2004) as well as in historically oriented social sciences (e.g., Fearon 1991; Lebow 2000a Lebow , 2000b Lebow , 2010 Tetlock and Belkin 1996) . In the context of the critical juncture approach, the purpose of counterfactual analysis is to establish the plausibility of the twofold counterfactual argument that, first, a different institutional arrangement could have been selected and, second, that had such been the case, the institutional arrangement in question would also have had a long-lasting legacy. The literature has elaborated a whole roster of logical and methodological criteria for building plausible counterfactual scenarios, differentiating counterfactuals with good heuristic value from those belonging to the thought-provoking but insufficiently rigorous realm of "virtual history" (e.g., Lebow 2010, 52-7; Tetlock and Belkin 1996, 23-4) . The most relevant criteria for critical juncture analysis, apart from the general ones of clarity and logical consistency, are theoretical consistency and historical consistency.
Regarding theoretical consistency, Mahoney (2000) explains that analysts should focus on "a counterfactual antecedent that was actually available during a critical juncture period, and that, according to theory, should have been adopted" (513; see also Mahoney and Goertz 2004 ).
Historical consistency is also known as the "minimal-rewrite rule" and constrains counterfactual speculations in several ways: only include policy options that were available, considered, and either not pursued by the relevant actors or narrowly defeated; only entertain decisions that could plausibly have been made but for some reason were not; exclude counterfactuals in which the antecedent and the consequent are so distant in time that it is implausible that all other things would remain equal. As several authors have underscored, there may be as much historical evidence on plausible counterfactual arguments as on factual arguments (e.g., Lebow 2000b, 559; Turner 1999) . Similarly, enough evidence may be available to produce informed speculation at least on the immediate institutional consequences of the other decisions that could realistically have been made (Lebow 2000a) .
Show that the institution selected had a long-lasting legacy
Critical juncture analysis is a component of the study of path-dependent institutions. As demonstrated by the examples of critical juncture research discussed earlier, scholars go to great length to substantiate empirically the mechanisms supporting the long-lasting institutional legacy of the critical juncture.
Cross-sectional comparison of critical junctures
All of the above can -and, whenever possible and appropriate, should -be done in the context of 
Conclusion: situating critical juncture analysis in the comparative study of institutional development
In a recent essay on theoretical innovations in American political development, Skowronek and Glassmann (2008) write: "There is little patience in any quarter today with explanations that invoke disembodied historical forces or political processes … How to put the actor center stage
and still keep open a view to the larger whole, how to assess changes effected in the moment against the standards of the longue durée -these are outstanding challenges" (2). The critical juncture approach is one way in which these challenges can be tackled in CHA, in particular in the context of the analysis of path-dependent institutions. In synthesis, the approach offers a framework for studying relatively rare moments of political openness in the history of a given institution, during which agency and choice are decisive in putting into place institutional arrangements that have a long-lasting legacy. The chapter has outlined the basic characteristics of the approach, discussed its strengths vis-à-vis alternative approaches to the analysis of institutional variation, and has offered some methodological indications on how to apply the approach in comparative analysis. The main thesis of the chapter is that the approach, by adopting an appropriate theorization of contingency as referred to individual and collective agency and by focusing on their causal power in the uncertainty typical of critical junctures, can yield significant theoretical payoffs for the comparative-historical analysis of the creation and reform of important institutional arrangements.
In this concluding section, I briefly situate this form of analysis in the context of other approaches to institutional development in CHA. In essence, the key strength of the critical juncture approach -path dependence -is also its main limitation. On the one hand, the theory of institutional path dependence provides scholars with a powerful language for substantiating claims of distal causation. On the other hand, recent scholarship on "weak institutions," on the one hand, and on models of endogenous institutional change, on the other, has highlighted that the conceptual apparatus of path dependence may not always offer a realistic image of institutional development. Given the close connection between critical junctures and path dependence, these strands of theorization on institutional development also indirectly call into question the analytical leverage of the critical junctures approach and suggest key priorities for future theoretical work.
In their theoretical work on "weak institutions," Levitsky and Murillo note that path dependence assumes "institutional strength," namely, the consistent enforcement and high degree of persistence of formal rules in a polity, which engenders expectations in actors that the investment in skills, technologies, and organizations that is necessary for successful engagement with institutions will not go to waste (Levitsky and Murillo 2009, 123) . In the developing world,
where the "politics of institutional weakness" is the typical pattern (Levitsky and Murillo 2005) , institutional path dependence is inhibited, and institutional change is most likely to take the form of "breakdown and replacement" (Levitsky and Murillo 2009, 128) . In this context, critical juncture analysis offers little leverage: the institutional arrangements resulting from the political struggle over institutional design are unlikely to last (or if lasting, are likely to remain unenforced), and new contestation over institutional design, reversing the existing rules and establishing new formal rules, is likely to ensue in short order.
Theories of endogenous institutional change (Streeck and Thelen 2005; Thelen 2004) criticize theories of path dependence as displaying a "stability bias," which relegates change to exogenous shocks. In the effort to incorporate change in a theoretical account of institutional development, scholars in this tradition have conceptualized institutions as "arenas of conflict" rather than as equilibria. Institutions are constantly reshaped by groups that try to bend them to their priorities and preferences and that resort to an identifiable repertoire of strategies, including piecemeal reform (layering) and reinterpretation (conversion), to achieve this goal. These endogenous processes of institutional change, for which these scholars have provided broad empirical support, are not deployed in short periods but take place gradually, radically transforming institutions over the long run ( Despite these important alternative approaches to the conceptualization of institutions and institutional change, both the theory of path dependence and the concept of critical junctures continue to be popular in CHA. To be sure, these alternative approaches are not mutually exclusive and may be applicable in different circumstances. At the same time, however, these approaches are now simply juxtaposed in the theoretical toolbox of CHA scholars (Capoccia 2012) . More robust theorization is needed on the conditions under which each of them appliesin particular on the conditions that encourage the path dependence logic of adaptive expectations and specific investments, thus raising the cost of institutional reversal, and the conditions that, instead, produce incremental but transformative institutional change by virtue of continuous strategic action over time on the part of actors vying for power. Advances on this front would go a long way to clarifying the scope, potential, and limitations of the concept of critical juncture, along with alternative approaches to the analysis of institutional change, in CHA.
